T cells from individuals in advanced stages of HIV-1 infection do not proliferate but express activation antigens in response to HIV-1-specific antigens.
Like T cells from healthy subjects, those of HIV-1-infected patients are capable of expressing activation antigens on their surface after antigenic or mitogenic stimulation, but their proliferative activity is strongly reduced or even absent, especially in patients with advanced stages of the disease. The characteristic of expressing activation antigens in response to different stimuli in the absence of cell proliferation is shared by CD4+ and CD8+ T-cell subsets from HIV-1-infected patients. The number of T cells capable of expressing CD25 and CD71 in response to HIV-1-related antigens but not of proliferating increased significantly with the progression of the disease, but the number of T cells capable of expressing the two activation antigens in response to the classic tetanus toxoid recall antigen decreased. The higher numbers of T cells capable of responding to HIV-1-related antigens in conjunction with a reduction in the number of T cells responding to recall antigens may explain the occurrence of different infections, including opportunistic microorganisms, during the more advanced stages of HIV-1 infection. Because the increase in the number of HIV-1 antigen-responding T cells (defined by CD25 and CD71 activation antigen expression) is a characteristic of symptomatic HIV-1-infected patients, expression (by flow cytometry) of these activation antigens on T cells in response to HIV-1 antigens could be used as a new marker of disease progression.